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In the information community, everyone is talking about electronic publishing, so 
it seems as if everyone is doing it.  In reality they are not.  We are at a time when 
many are interested but few actually have experience, so sharing that experience 
is extremely important.  The United States Information Agency (USIA1) has been 
publishing electronically since the spring of 1996.  By examining two USIA e-
publications, we can share some of this experience, which may benefit people 
considering e-publishing for the first time.  
 
 
1. WHAT IS ELECTRONIC PUBLISHING? 
 
In the electronic information industry, change is so rapid that there is little agreement, 
even on definitions.  Indeed, each individual seems to shape his or her own definitions.  I choose 
to define “electronic publishing” rather narrowly:  cohesive content published first electronically 
(referred to in cyberspace parlance as “born digital”) for a specific audience.  Although the Web 
dominates our thinking now, “electronically” includes CD-ROMs, floppy disks, the Internet (as 
opposed to the Web), and texts distributed via e-mail. 
 
It is easiest to illustrate this definition by what it is not.  It is not online full-texts of paper 
journals.  It is not an interactive webpage of a daily hardcopy newspaper.  It is not a general 
webpage, nor is it a webpage that organizes other electronic information, such as Yahoo! 
(www.yahoo.com). It is not a business or a service, such as Ziff-Davis’s online university 
(www.zdu.com is now part of www.smartplanet.com), but my definition does include the books 
and manuals Ziff-Davis publishes electronically as texts for that university.  My definition is 
rather fuzzy as to where a webpage stops being merely an ephemeral stop in cyberspace and 
becomes an “electronic publication,” but that is just one of the many questions still unanswered 
in the e-publishing sphere. 
 
                                                 
1 The United States Information Agency, known as the United States Information Service (USIS) overseas, merged 
with the United States Department of State on October 1, 1999.  Now named the Public Affairs Section of the State 
Department, it continues to be responsible for American Centers, libraries and information resource centers, 
Fulbright scholarships, international exchanges, press relations, and other programs.  Because USIA began all the 
current e-publishing programs before the merger, the name USIA will be used in this paper. 
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Because electronic publishing is in the early stages of its evolution, almost every aspect is 
open to development.  Every technical, legal, and philosophical issue remains unresolved, 
incomplete.  Many of the issues are double-edged.  For example:  anyone can publish 
electronically, which is a victory for political, cultural, and economic freedoms.  And:  anyone 
can publish electronically, so how can a consumer who previously depended on reputable 
publishers and/or peer-review know the legitimacy of an electronic publication, especially on the 
Web?   
 
The flexibility of electronic publication allows continuous updating, but then how does 
one judge the integrity of a document?  Which is the authoritative edition?  And how can we 
archive a constantly changing publication?  The same characteristics that provide ease of editing 
and inexpensive distribution also facilitate intellectual theft. 
 
Along with these questions, many more mechanical challenges remain.  People of all 
ages continue to prefer to read longer texts in hard copy.  Ease of distribution is balanced by the 
need for a special device (usually a computer) to read the publication.  The information 
community is already attempting to address these issues. 
  
Electronic publishing brings together the new electronic world and the centuries-old 
world of publishing.  For a techie (a technical specialist; a computer person) contemplating 
electronic publishing, this entails learning the publishing skills of assessing the market, 
coordinating timelines, insuring editorial consistency and content integrity throughout the 
publication, proofing, and more.  The person with publishing experience must learn electronic 
formats and methods of distribution, and if publishing on the Web, he or she must become 
familiar with the very real culture of the cyber-community. 
 
There are many avenues through which to learn more or to monitor the trends.  The 
University of Michigan Press’s Digital Publishing Department publishes The Journal of 
Electronic Publishing at www.press.umich.edu/jep/.  First Monday is a peer-reviewed electronic 
journal focused on the Internet and the Global Information Infrastructure at 
www.firstmonday.dk.  The U.S. Library of Congress maintains “Electronic Texts and Publishing 
Resources” at http://lcweb.loc.gov/global/etext/etext.html.   
 
2. USIA E-JOURNALS 
 
2.1 The Background 
 
In 1995, there was little electronic publishing as defined above.  USIA’s bold decision to 
begin electronic publishing was made in a time of great internal change.  These changes were in 
response to cultural trends in early to mid-1990s.  Citizens were demanding smaller, more 
efficient government throughout all agencies.  Vice President Gore was encouraging government 
departments to move away from hierarchy and toward teamwork; known as “reinventing 
government,” this organizational shift was inspired by new, successful corporate structures.  At 
the same time, foreign affairs agencies were making post-Cold War evaluations of existing 
programs.  
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USIA’s  “reinvented” Information Bureau (the I Bureau2) began to re-evaluate all its 
programs. A major part of USIA’s mission was to provide information about the United States 
and about important relevant topics.  Libraries, speakers, and publications were, and remain, the 
vehicles for disseminating this information.  USIA had published pamphlets and magazines on 
U.S. history, art and culture, democracy, economics, foreign policy, and more.  Looking to the 
future, the I Bureau decided that electronic publishing would be the fastest and most cost-
effective method of continuing the publications. 
 
Beginning in the spring of 1996, the I Bureau ceased publishing most print magazines 
and began publishing five electronic journals:  Economic Perspectives; U.S. Foreign Policy 
Agenda; U.S. Society and Values; Global Issues; and Issues of Democracy.  These journals are 
published irregularly:  one is published approximately every three weeks on a rotating basis.  All 
issues are available at www.usinfo.state.gov/journals/journals.htm. 
 
2.2 The Process 
 
This switch to electronic publishing took USIA back to the beginning of the publishing 
process.  The first step was to clarify the mission or purpose of the publications.  The purpose 
remained to provide information about the United States and important foreign affairs topics.  
The actual topics continue to be selected based on the issues of importance to American 
embassies abroad. 
 
The second step was to define the audience, or consumers, a step critical to the success of 
the publication.  The audience is educated adults throughout the world with interest in the 
publication topics.  Language issues are inherent in a worldwide audience.  USIA electronic 
journals (e-journals) are translated into French, Spanish, Portuguese, Russian, and some into 
Arabic.  The translated versions are available slightly after the English version.  Without an 
Arabic browser, an attempt to open the Arabic e-journals leads to instructions in Arabic about 
how to download such a browser.  However, the Arabic text version can be downloaded without 
a browser. 
 
The third step, critical to electronic publishing, is the assessment of the technological 
capabilities of the audience.  The new USIA e-journals were to be distributed from the most 
developed nations to those nations in which electricity itself may be limited.  When USIA began 
electronic publishing, many nations did not have any Internet access at all, and of those that did, 
many had very slow access.  In response to these limitations, USIA made the decision to limit 
graphics of all types to decrease download time, to publish in several formats, and to accept that 
some embassies would print the e-journals and distribute them in paper. 
 
The selection of e-formats is based on the goals and needs of the publisher, and the best 
access for the audience.  USIA e-journals are published on the Web and on the CD-ROM 
InfoUSA (see below) in html (hypertext mark-up language) and are available in pdf  (Adobe’s 
portable document format) and ASCII formats.  This variety of formats is important because it 
addresses the widely disparate electronic access of the target audience.  If a user does not have 
                                                 
2 The I Bureau is now the International Information Program (IIP) in the State Department. 
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Adobe Acrobat and tries to open a pdf file, instructions for downloading the Acrobat reader 
appear.  However, the zipped ASCII versions have no instructions. 
 
The html format, read with a Web browser such as Netscape or Explorer, is appropriate 
for the Web but is less than perfect when printed.  The pdf format, read with Adobe Acrobat, 
provides an attractive edition that is easily readable on screen and is also excellent for printing.  
The zipped ASCII format provides a less attractive text version of the journals, but is the best 
format for sending by e-mail, especially when the transmission speed is slow.  Visually, the e-
journals are like print magazines and contain the same elements:  an editor’s introduction, table 
of contents, articles, sometimes sidebars and/or supplementary information, bibliographies of 
print materials and websites. 
 
In production, the e-journals are produced first in the pdf format, and then sent for 
translation.  Then they are coded in html (with few hyperlinks), and lastly, into ASCII. 
 
Two more important decisions must be made by the electronic publisher:  Will the 
publication be interactive, and if so, to what degree?  And, will the publication be updated?   
While USIA hopes these journals inspire discussion and a further exploration of the issues, the 
journals themselves are not interactive.  There are hyperlinks to websites and a single e-mail 
address is given, but the e-mail addresses are not given for the authors or the editors.   There are 
no polls, nor are there chatrooms or bulletin boards.  The USIA e-journals are considered 
finished products when published and are not updated. 
 
As many other e-publishers have discovered, USIA found that content, design, and 
coding demand very different skills.  A graphic artist can do the design and a techie can do the 
coding without knowing very much about the content, and the content manager does not need to 
know much about design or coding.  Rare is the person who has the skills, the inclination, and 
the time to do all three for a substantial publication.   
 
The USIA e-journals are produced by teams which include a general editor to oversee the 
whole edition and provide editorial consistency, copy editors, a designer, a technical specialist to 
code and troubleshoot, and access to a team of translators.  Each e-journal is slightly different, as 
dictated by its subject and the choices of the team.  All the team members have other significant 
professional responsibilities, including other projects with their own deadlines. 
 
2.3 The Content 
 
The five e-journals are Economic Perspectives; U.S. Foreign Policy Agenda; U.S. Society 
and Values; Global Issues; and Issues of Democracy.  These journals are obviously subject-
specific.  Each issue of each journal is focused on a single topic within the subject.  For example, 
the May 1999 issue of Economic Perspectives was “Agriculture:  the United States and the 1999 
WTO Ministerial Meeting.”  The December 1999 issue of Issues in Democracy was “Mediation 
and the Courts.” 
 
Usually, experts in the field are asked to write articles or to be interviewed for each issue.  
USIA staff writing is limited to the introductory remarks, transitional text, and occasional 
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articles.  The e-journals always include some type of bibliography and a list of Web resources.  
In addition, certain issues may include fact sheets, relevant official statements of U.S. policy, 
executive directives, and other appropriate supplementary material. 
 
2.4 Distribution 
 
USIA electronic journals are published first on the Web.  The Web publication includes 
access to the pdf and the ASCII versions.  Twice a year, the e-journals are collected and 
published as a part of the InfoUSA CD-ROM (see below).  Since these journals are created in 
Washington for distribution in most of the countries of the world, secondary publication by 
American embassies is very important, and the methods are very diverse. 
 
In countries with a high level of electronic access, American embassies may simply 
provide links to the journals from their own embassy webpages.  Others may e-mail notification 
of a new issue of a journal to a list of interested readers.  In other places, the ASCII text version 
is e-mailed to “subscribers.”  In many countries, the pdf version is downloaded, printed, and 
distributed by mail or messenger.   
 
Electronic publishing provides the editorial flexibility that is important for a worldwide 
publication.  Just as an issue of Newsweek might lead with different stories in Asia and America, 
these e-journals can be edited to best serve the interests of readers in many countries.  Because 
the secondary publishers (USIS/Public Affairs in American embassies) are part of the same 
organizations (USIA/State) who publish the original version, they have the right and the ability 
to edit the publication --- not the articles, but the publication as a whole --- by including some 
articles and not others.  For example, an article focused solely on a problem relevant only to 
Africa might not be included in Asia.  For those readers who receive an edited paper version but 
want to see every article, the complete version is always available on the Web. 
 
2.5 Continuing to Learn 
 
E-journal teams have learned much in the nearly four years of publishing.  The various 
teams have shared the lessons from to their own trial and error processes.  In addition, the teams 
solicit and use feedback from the embassies; the embassies in turn monitor the responses of the 
actual consumers.  For example, soon after publishing began, many embassies reported that the 
offered pdf and html editions were not suitable for their low-tech countries; the teams added the 
ASCII versions to reduce the download time.  Over the years, hyperlinks and graphics have 
increased but the limitations of low-tech recipients and limited staff time continue to dictate the 
level of acceptable complexity. 
 
3. INFORMATION USA 
 
Information USA (www.usinfo.state.gov/usa/infousa) is a digital library published by USIA.  
Perhaps the best description is found in the publication itself: 
 
“INFORMATION USA is an authoritative resource for foreign audiences 
seeking information about official U.S. policies, American society, culture, and 
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political processes.  By organizing, and disseminating materials about the 
United States, INFORMATION USA seeks to promote better understanding of 
the principles and institutions that shape American values.” 
 
Originally envisioned as an online portal to relevant information, Information USA is also 
produced twice a year as a CD-ROM.  This publication provides information ranging from visa 
information to U.S. history to important U.S. laws --- and it includes the electronic journals 
discussed above.  Known informally as InfoUSA, this publication is the result of vision, strict 
attention to the needs of the audience, and electronic collaboration. 
 
3.1 The Background 
 
In countries around the world, people turn to USIS3 for information about the United 
States.  Historically, USIS has responded with pamphlets, leaflets, programs, and direct personal 
contact.  The person who was to become general editor of InfoUSA saw electronic publishing as 
an opportunity to answer many of these questions with a single product, reducing demands on 
local USIS staffs and budgets. 
 
Vision is very important when a traditional bureaucracy is moving onto the information 
highway.  But electronic publishing for its own sake is a waste of resources.  The general editor 
could act on her vision because it was backed by very real support:  USIA had surveyed the 
USIS offices who would be using the product and they definitely wanted it.  Based on this, the 
general editor and those who shared the vision moved ahead even though many colleagues were 
against the idea.  InfoUSA has been such a success that it has made believers of nearly everyone. 
 
3.2 The Process 
 
The first step was actually part of the project proposal.  The USIS offices that would be 
using InfoUSA were surveyed before the project began.  The survey results established the types 
of information, which should be included in the publication.   
 
Second, a production team was established, again with all its members having other 
professional responsibilities.  This team included people to develop content, technical specialists, 
and a graphic designer.  During the creation of the first edition, the general editor was in 
Washington, D.C., the content coordinator was across the continent in Southern California, and 
one of the lead technical people worked from his home on a boat in the Potomac River.  The 
electronic nature of the project made this collaboration possible.  E-mail was the avenue for 
working together, but occasional meetings face-to-face were important, too. 
 
Third, several principles were agreed upon that clarified the mission and defined the 
scope of the project:   The content would be dictated by the needs of USIS offices in foreign 
countries.  Both Web and CD-ROM formats would be provided to meet the needs of the users in 
different countries.  The team would not create new material, but would package what was 
                                                 
3 In foreign countries, USIA was known as the United States Information Service, or USIS.  In October 2000, USIS 
became the Public Affairs Section of the U.S. Department of State. 
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already available (like an edited volume).  The team would attempt to reach a consensus on 
major decisions.  And then general production timelines were agreed on.   
 
Then the actual production could begin, with many activities happening simultaneously.  
Having detailed the content goals, USIA librarians and thematic specialists began to feed text 
and websites to the content coordinator.  USIA already had a great deal of the needed text in the 
pamphlets it had published, such as Outline of American History.  USIA contracted out the 
transcribing and coding of these printed texts into digital format.   
 
When appropriate text was found in the websites of non-profit organizations, the general 
editor simply called the organizations to discuss downloading and using the text.  In most cases, 
verbal agreements were followed by written agreements certifying the educational nature of the 
publication.  The fact that InfoUSA would be given away rather than sold facilitated these 
agreements.  Only one type of information was bought:  the maps.  The team decided that the 
available government maps had too much detail for InfoUSA.  When appropriate maps were 
found, the rights were purchased for publication in InfoUSA only. 
 
Assessing and selecting the technical infrastructure needed to support the publication was 
extremely important.  For the Web version, it was easy:  code in html and anyone who had Web 
access and a browser could access it.  The CD-ROM version was aimed at people without access 
to the Web, so they might not have a browser.  Netscape had just made its browser available free 
of charge; the USIA contacted Netscape for permission to include the browser on the CD-ROM.  
The permission was granted, again facilitated by the fact that the CD-ROM would not be sold. 
 
It had been decided that the electronic journals described above were to be included, in 
all the versions.  Since this included a pdf version, the Adobe software company was contacted.  
Adobe granted permission to include the Adobe Acrobat Reader in the CD-ROM.  A person 
using InfoUSA online is simply directed to the Adobe website to download the reader. 
 
As the content was developed, the basic site layout began to be obvious.  The website 
would have all the standard elements:   a standard banner, redundant methods of selecting 
different sections of the site (sections are offered along the left-hand side and across the bottom 
of the page), internal and external hyperlinks, etc.   
 
The CD-ROM would be a hybrid product.  As published, it can be used as a stand-alone 
publication and includes most of the full-text found in the website.  It can also be used by an 
online user:  using the CD-ROM and the website simultaneously, a person can follow the 
hyperlinks and URLs online, but save download time by using the CD-ROM for large 
documents, such as a treaty or law.  Icons indicate which contents are available on the CD-ROM. 
 
In-house and contract technical specialists did the html coding and the technical support 
work.  The content people worked with the techies to verify hyperlinks.  The general editor and 
others wrote the text introducing sections and linking texts.  Everyone worked with the designer 
and the general editor to give the publication a cohesive feel.   
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The InfoUSA website is built of coordinating text with hyperlinks to many documents 
hosted by a variety of sites, including USIA/State sites.  The CD-ROM does not have the luxury 
of simply hyperlinking to those sites; an impressive number of full-text documents have been 
included on the disk. 
 
Another difference between the website and the CD-ROM is that the website offers site-
searching, using the Excite search engine.  The CD-ROM does not have a search function. 
 
Of particular importance was the writing of the jewel-case insert for the CD-ROM.  This 
insert introduces InfoUSA.  It also gives instructions for installing and using the CD-ROM, 
downloading and installing Netscape, and downloading and installing the Adobe Reader. 
 
When the first InfoUSA CD-ROM was pressed (by a private company), the demand from USIS 
offices around the world was so great that two more pressings were needed.  The actual 
publication led to an extremely important final step:  soliciting feedback and assessing the 
effectiveness of the publication.   
 
During the first assessment, it was decided to update the InfoUSA website on an ongoing basis 
and the CD-ROM version twice a year.  The bi-annual editions of the InfoUSA CD-ROM works 
very well.   The April 2000 edition will included a greatly expanded section on U.S. elections. 
 
3.3 Content 
 
USIS offices worldwide answer many questions about the U.S., many of which are asked 
again and again.  These questions dictated the content of InfoUSA.  The website and the CD-
ROM include an overview of the political system, economy, history and geography of the United 
States.  A guide to how federal laws are made, an introduction to the federal budget, and 
overviews of the three branches of the federal government are included, as well as biographies of 
important government officials.  As the impeachment process moved forward, a section on 
impeachment was included.  The U.S. Constitution is just one of the documents included in 
several languages. 
 
InfoUSA contains the full text of recent economic documents, such as the Federal Budget, 
the Economic Report of the President, and economic policy statements.  The full texts of some 
treaties are included, including the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty and the Oslo Treaty on 
landmines.  Certain federal laws, from the Civil Rights Act of 1964 to the Religious Freedom 
Act of 1998, are included in full-text versions.  Each of these documents was chosen for 
inclusion because the first survey and follow-up assessment indicated that these were in high 
demand in countries around the world. 
 
The issues of the media in the U.S. are explored through various articles, such as the one 
on the rights and responsibilities of the press.  The CD-ROM contains lists of the websites of 
American publications and broadcasters; the lists are hyperlinks on the Web. 
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There is always great demand for information about going to university in the United 
States.  Practical information about selecting and applying for admission to U.S. universities is 
included, as well commentary on the state of American education today. 
 
The USIA electronic journals are included in every language and format in which they 
are published, including Arabic.  The USIA International Homepage is also included with all of 
the text that is hosted by the actual site.  International Homepage documents available via 
hyperlink are available only on the Web.  Both the e-journals and the International Homepage 
are loaded exactly as available at the time the new InfoUSA CD-ROM is pressed.  As a result, the 
latest e-journal may not be available on the CD-ROM, and a job announcement found on the 
CD-ROM version of the International Homepage may be old news. 
 
Continuous feedback from the USIS offices has resulted in some additions.  The newest 
CD-ROM edition includes more information for the visitor to the U.S., including visa 
information and links to places to visit.  Writings on American culture have also been included. 
 
3.4 Distribution 
 
The InfoUSA Web version is available to anyone with Web access.  It is advertised 
through USIS offices and is linked from the USIA International Homepage. USIS staffs 
distribute the CD-ROM to their contacts and to libraries serving their contacts.  The CD-ROM 
version is available to the patrons of USIS libraries and information centers that are open to the 
public. 
 
4. CONCLUSIONS 
 
USIA found that successful electronic publishing requires answering many of the same 
questions that successful traditional publishing requires, such as, what is the purpose, who is the 
audience, what will the content be, what are the timelines, how will the publication be 
distributed, and what is the reader response?   
 
In addition, publishing electronically demands the answers to new questions: 
 
· What are the technological capabilities of the target audience? 
· What is the best format (html, pdf, ASCII, etc.)?  Should the publication be offered in 
more than one format?  Will special software be needed for a selected format?  How 
will the reader get that software?   
· How interactive will the publication be? 
· Will the publication be updated regularly, or will each edition remain as originally 
published?  Will it be archived? 
· How will it be distributed, via the Web, e-mail, CD-ROM? 
 
USIA considers its electronic publications very successful, and the publishing teams 
continue to seek refine and improve each edition or issue.  The USIA e-journals and Information 
USA can offer an amazing amount of information worldwide because of the properties of 
electronic publishing.  We invite you to visit our websites and see for yourself! 
